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"ENCOUNTERS  WITH  THE  MASTER" 

IV   Jesus  and  the  Mother  Wanting 
Favors  for  Her  Sons 


It  argues  for  the  veracity  of  the  Bible  that  it 
presents  its  heroes  "warts  and  all."  No  attempt  was 
made  to  so  doctor  the  accounts  of  the  primary  charac- 
ters that  they  would  come  out  neatly  sanitized  and 
ready  for  canonization. 

That  this  is  so,  profits  us  in  at  least  two  ways 
First,  it  inspires  our  confidence  in  the  Scriptures. 
Second,  it  assures  us  that  even  the  best  known  saints 
were  rather  much  like  ourselves. 


From  the  point  of  view  of  James  and  John  and 
Salome,  it  would  have  been  better  had  the  Scripture 
read  today  and  its  counterpart  in  Mark's  Gospel  been 
classified  as  personal  and  censored  out! 

What  happened  was  this :   The  sons  of  Zebedee , 
James  and  John,  joined  their  mother  in  conspiring  to 
get  Jesus  to  one  side  in  order  to  ask  a  favor  of  Him. 
"Grant  us  to  sit,  one  at  your  right  hand  and  one  at 
your  left,  in  your  glory."   (Mark  10:37) 

Mark  has  the  brothers  asking  this  for  themselves. 
Matthew,  perhaps  a  little  ashamed  that  the  apostles 
would  be  so  given  to  self-exaltation,  attributes  the 
request  to  Salome. 

It  is  safe  to  assume  that  all  three  were  involved. 
They  had  hatched  this  little  plot  together.   The  sons 
might  be  forgiven.   They  weren't  called  the  "sons  of 
thunder"  for  nothing.   But  that  their  mother  egged  them 
on,  indeed  coached  them,  borders  on  the  unforgivable. 
Salome  is  the  feminine  form  of  the  name  Solomon.   But 
here  this  woman  shows  herself  lamentably  void  of  wisdom, 


What  made  the  request  even  more  objectionable 
than  it  might  have  been  under  ordinary  circumstances 
is  the  fact  that  it  was  made  right  after  Jesus  had 
solemnly  announced:   "Behold,  we  are  going  up  to 
Jerusalem;  and  the  Son  of  man  will  be  delivered  to  the 
chief  priests  and  the  scribes,  and  they  will  condemn 
him  to  death,  and  deliver  him  to  the  Gentiles;  and  they 
will  mock  him,  and  spit  upon  him,  and  scourge  him  and 
kill  him;  and  after  three  days  he  will  rise."   (Mark 
10: 33-34)   At  the  very  time  the  Saviour's  heart  was 
filled  with  thoughts  of  death  their  minds  were  carried 
away  with  thoughts  of  power  and  personal  exaltation. 


Jesus  was  remarkably  restrained  in  His  answer. 
The  inner  three,  Peter,  James  and  John  were  closer  to 
Him  than  any  other  people  on  earth.   Two  out  of  those 
three  now  failed  Him  just  when  He  needed  them  most. 
Instead  of  being  there  as  stalwart  supporters  of  His 
vision,  they  proved  themselves  to  be  the  rankest  of 
beginners. 

"You  do  not  know  what  you  are  asking,"  Jesus  said. 
(Mat  20:  22a)   The  ten  were  not  much  better.   They 
were  indignant,  not  because  of  the  unseemliness  of  the 
request,  but  because  they  had  been  one-upped  and  out- 
foxed by  James  and  John.   Hence,  Jesus  set  all  twelve 
of  them  straight  with  two  clear  statements.   "Those  who 
rule  the  Gentiles  lord  it  over  them...."   (Mat  20:25b) 
"It  shall  not  be  so  among  you."   (Mat  20:26a) 


The  subject  that  this  incident  raises  into  painful 
prominence  is  ambition.   Specifically,  it  causes  us  to 
question  the  place  of  ambition  in  the  Christian  style 
of  life.   The  two  easiest  answers,  in  my  judgment,  are 
both  wrong. 

There  are  some  who  see  ambition  as  an  unmixed  good 
that  ought  to  be  encouraged  and  not  suppressed.   Those 
who  lack  ambition,  we  are  told,  are  a  liability  to 
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themselves  and  society.   Ambition  is  the  sine  qua  non 
of  progress.   Without  ambition  man  would  sink  into  an 
intolerable  bog  of  mediocrity.   The  aim  of  much  of  our 
psychiatric  counselling  is  to  recover  and  awaken  ambi- 
tion. 

High  priests  of  this  point  of  view  have  ingenious- 
ly interpreted  the  gospel  to  make  it  square  with  man's 
ambitious  nature.   The  teachings  of  Christ  have  been 
made  to  dove-tail  with  what  Max  Lerner  calls  the  five 
goal  system  of  American  society:   "Success,  prestige, 
money,  power,  security."   You  know  how  it  goes.   If 
one  will  just  think  positively  and  pray  regularly  there 
is  nothing  that  cannot  be  achieved.   God  wants  to  give 
you  your  heart's  desire. 

This  point  of  view  has  been  particularly  popular 
in  the  western  world  because  it  gives  religious  sanction 
to  our  economic  competitiveness  and  pronounces  heav- 
en's benediction  on  our  instinct  to  dominate  and  acquire, 
I,  for  one,  find  it  hard  to  see  how  a  religion  that 
was  founded  by  a  man  who  was  crucified  in  His  thirty- 
third  year  can  be  transmuted  into  a  success  cult! 

The  other  easy  answer  sees  ambition  as  an  evil 
that  ought  to  be  up-rooted  from  the  heart.   In  this 
point  of  view  ambition  is  "the  immodesty  of  the  mind." 
It  is  spawned  by  pride  -  the  daddy  of  all  sin. 

The  Christian's  aim,  therefore,  is  to  be  content 
with  his  lot  in  life  and  to  pray  for  the  eradication 
of  ambition.   He  must  work  to  be  uncompetitive  in  what- 
ever he  does  and  to  repress  any  impulse  to  excel. 

I  remember  sitting  in  on  a  forum  one  time  that  was 
made  up  of  theological  types  and  business  types.   I'm 
afraid  one  of  the  ordained  brothers  scored  with  a  cheap 
shot  when  he  spoke  up  in  the  dialogue  to  declare  that 
such  categories  as  "leadership"  and  "management"  are 
alien  to  the  New  Testament.   He  was  pleading  for  "ser- 
vice" as  the  only  valid  category  for  the  Christian. 
But  was  he  right  in  implying  that  those  who  lead  and 
manage  men  cannot  thereby  be  rendering  a  service? 
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Those  who  view  ambition  as  an  evil  hold  that  the 
effect  of  the  gospel  is  to  crush  the  ego.   It  is  Christ's 
intention  to  reduce  us  all  to  so  many  unfilled  blanks, 
rendering  us  docile,  passive,  listless  and  dispirited. 


The  New  Testament  does  not  give  ambition  carte 
blanche ,  but  neither  does  it  treat  ambition  as  a  sin. 
It  urges  us  instead  to_  be_  ambitious  for  the  right  ends. 
Ambition  truly  is  a  sign  of  life.   "The  single  wisest 
thing  I  ever  heard  Roscoe  Pound  say,"  noted  Felix  Frank- 
furter, "was  that  people  want  to  be  'whos'  and  not 
'whats'."l  "Whos"  and  not  "whats."  We  all  like  to  be 
noticed!   We  all  like  to  achieve!   We  all  like  to  feel 
that  we  are  making  some  contribution  to  the  common  good! 

Back  in  the  days  when  I  was  in  school  in  this 
neighborhood  we  tried  to  let  the  world  know  that  we 
were  here  by  nailing  metal  taps  to  the  heels  of  our 
shoes.   We  may  not  have  been  much,  but  we  sure  made  a 
lot  of  noise.   Those  taps  clicking  through  the  halls 
and  stairways  satisfied  the  need  to  feel  important. 
There  are  ads  today  for  similar  taps  made  out  of  rubber. 
I  don't  think  they  will  sell! 

We  received  a  charming  woman  into  this  church  a 
while  ago.   When  I  asked  her  what  she  did  she  said, 
"I'm  a  Home  Executive."   That  straightened  me  up  in  a 
hurry!   There  was  a  little  ego  working  there,  a  little 
ambition  surfacing  -  and  this  is  good.   It  has  been 
wisely  seen  that  one  of  the  most  immoral  things  an  in- 
dividual can  do  is  to  occupy  a  position  that  he  cannot 
fill.   On  the  other  side,  however,  let  it  be  said  that 
one  of  the  most  salutary  experiences  we  can  know  in 
life  is  to  be  in  the  presence  of  someone  who  can  fill 
the  position  that  he  holds.   Think  of  the  security  that 
prevails  when  we  enjoy  the  services  of  a  man  who  knows 
what  he  is  doing  and  does  it  well. 

How  secure  we  feel  in  the  presence  of  a  conductor 
who  commands  his  orchestra  with  authority.  Or,  in  the 
presence  of  a  professor  who  lectures  out  of  an  obvious 
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mastery  of  the  subject.   Or,  a  sales  clerk  who  really 
knows  her  merchandise.   Or,  a  short-order  cook  in  the 
press  of  the  noon-time  crowd  who  calmly  mans  his  skil- 
let without  becoming  flustered. 

Frankly,  I  wouldn't  care  to  fly  with  a  pilot  who 
didn't  want  to  be  the  best  possible  pilot  he  could  be. 
I  wouldn't  trust  my  teeth  to  a  dentist  who  was  content 
to  be  just  an  ordinary  dentist.   One  of  the  operating 
presumptions  of  a  Christian  pastor  is  that  his  people 
want  to  be  the  best  possible  Christians  they  can  be. 

Ambition  belongs  to  life,  even  the  Christian  life. 
Frequently  we  blur  this  observation  by  pleading  grace 
instead  of  thinking  about  the  works  that  are  required 
of  us.   Christoph  Blumhardt ,  who  was  very  much  loved 
and  admired  by  Karl  Barth ,  said ,  "We  must  achieve  some- 
thing tangible  as  Christians.   Never  think  you  do  not 
have  to  achieve  something.  It  has  been  preached  to  us 
that  we  are  saved  only  through  grace.   I  believe  that. 
But  if  I  have  been  saved  by  grace ,  then  I  must  achieve 
something.   You  may,  as  a  favor,  be  accepted  as  a  part- 
ner in  a  business;  but  once  in  it,  you  are  told  to  get 
to  work  and  be  a  man. "2  Maybe  this  is  what  Paul  had 
in  mind  when  he  exhorted  us  to  "work  out  our  salvation 
with  fear  and  trembling."   (Phil  2:21b)   It  may  be  true 
that  such  categories  as  "management"  and  "leadership" 
are  not  New  Testament  categories,  but  I  am  equally  con- 
vinced that  aimlessness  and  drift  are  not  Christian 
virtues  either! 

Will  you  notice  with  me  that  Jesus  did  not  rebuke 
the  twelve  because  they  were  ambitious.   He  did  not 
want  to  reduce  them  to  twelve  ciphers  without  any  ego , 
drive,  or  longings  of  their  own.   What  he  did  seek  to 
do  was  to  redirect  their  ambition  so  that  they  would 
want  to  excel  in  service. 

We  may  not  like  this  because  it  doesn't  fit  our 
sophisticated  notions  of  the  gospel,  but  it  remains  so 
nonetheless  —  Jesus  taught  that  there  are  degress  of 
reward  and  compensation  in  the  kingdom.   Some  will  rule 
ten  cities  and  others  five.   (Lk.  19:17-19)   He  did  not 
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deny  that  there  are  place  of  privilege  in  the  coming 
kingdom.   There  would  indeed  be  a  left  hand  and  a  right 
hand,  but  it  was  not  His  to  say  who  would  sit  at  either. 
It  is  an  ominous  sign  on  the  horizon  that  so  many  stu- 
dents today  are  concerned  to  establish  the  pass-fail 
option  with  regard  to  grades.   I  can  see  all  kinds  of 
mediocrity  lurking  in  that  hope.   Jesus  is  saying,  Yes, 
there  is  room  for  excellence.   But  it  is  not  the  excel- 
lence of  the  world.   "He  who  would  be  the  greatest 
among  you,  must  be  the  willing  slave  of  all."   (Mat 
23:12)   (NEB) 

The  world  rates  a  man  by  the  number  of  services 
that  he  can  command.   Jesus  rates  a  man  by  the  service 
he  performs .   Outdo  each  other  -  not  in  the  accumula- 
tion of  titles,  money,  power  and  prestige,  but  in  self- 
forgetting  service. 

What  our  Lord  is  getting  at,  of  course,  is  the 
inner  attitude  that  ought  to  pervade  everything  we  do  - 
whether  we  work  for  Gimbels,  or  a  bank,  or  a  law  firm, 
or  a  church.   What  we  do  is  not  as  important  as  the 
spirit  in  which  we  do  it. 

Some  of  us  are  activists.   As  such  we  should  be 
among  the  first  to  concede  that  many  and  many  a  good 
reformist  movement  has  suffered  grievous  loss  because 
men  and  women  in  positions  of  power  put  themselves 
ahead  of  the  cause.   How  much  further  on  the  Civil 
Rights  cause  would  be  had  there  been  no  jockeying  for 
power  at  the  top!   How  much  further  along  the  cause  of 
the  impoverished  would  be  if  ugly  ambition  and  lime- 
light anxiety  had  not  plagued  the  hearts  of  many  at  the 
top!   How  much  further  along  the  church  would  be  if 
those  who  are  involved  in  its  leadership  had  been  con- 
tent to  see  that  the  job  got  done  and  remained  indif- 
ferent to  personal  glory! 

It  all  comes  down  to  motive.   Why  do  I  do  what  I 
do?   Why  do  you  do  what  you  do?   I  get  money  for  what 
I  do  -  am  I  doing  it  for  the  money?   I  get  power  from 
what  I  do  -  am  I  doing  it  for  the  power?   I  get  praise, 
sometimes,  for  what  I  do  -  am  I  doing  it  for  the  praise? 
Does  God's  glory  matter  some  or  most? 
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Each  of  us  has  to  answer  such  questions  for  himself 
within  the  context  of  his  own  peculiar  vocation  and  walk 
in  life.   I  confess  that  there  are  temptations  that  are 
peculiar  to  the  ministry  that  would  pervert  our  ambi- 
tion and  center  it  not  in  the  kingdom  of  God  but  in 
ourselves.   It  is  for  this  reason  that  for  many  years 
in  the  ministry  I  kept  a  quotation  tacked  up  on  the 
door  of  the  closet  where  I  kept  my  robe .   On  Sundays 
as  I  slipped  into  that  robe  I  would  find  those  words  of 
Hugh  Walpole  from  The  Cathedral  staring  me  in  the  face . 

The  words  were  spoken  by  a  "black  sheep"  member  of 
the  cathedral  by  the  name  of  Davray  to  Brandon,  a  rath- 
er pompous  clergyman  who  took  himself  too  seriously. 
Davray  was  emboldened  by  drink  that  night  when  he  made 
his  way  into  the  cathedral,  came  face  to  face  with 
Father  Brandon  and  said,  "I've  been  waiting  for  this 
moment  for  years.   You  don't  know  how  I've  watched  you 
Sunday  after  Sunday  strutting  about  this  lovely  place, 
happy  in  your  conceit.   Your  very  pride  has  been  an 
insult  to  the  God  you  pretend  to  serve.   I  don't  know 
whether  there's  a  God  or  no  -  there  can't  be,  or  things 
wouldn't  happen  as  they  do  -  but  there  is  this  place, 
alive,  wonderful,  beautiful,  triumphant,  and  you've 
dared  to  put  yourself  above  it..."3   Seekest  thou  great 
things  for  thyself?   Seek  them  not. 


Closing  Prayer 

Teach  us,  0  God,  what  it  means  to  die 

to  self  and  live  to  Thee. 
Lift  us ,  by  Thy  Spirit ,  into  that  noble 
company  for  whom  service  is 
its  own  reward. 
Let  the  word  of  Christ 

and  the  power  of  His  example 
have  their  way  in  us. 

We  pray  for  His  name ' s  sake .   Amen , 
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